Numerous studies have shown that people who are overweight have a lower risk for death than those who have normal weight. These studies usually measured body weight and height (which is used to calculate body mass index and see whether the person is overweight) in participants at baseline and then collected information on whether they were alive several years later.
What is the problem and what is known about it so far?
Numerous studies have shown that people who are overweight have a lower risk for death than those who have normal weight. These studies usually measured body weight and height (which is used to calculate body mass index and see whether the person is overweight) in participants at baseline and then collected information on whether they were alive several years later.
Why did the researchers do this particular study? To find out whether there is a relationship between the highest reported body mass index over a period of time and death from any cause or from specific causes.
Who was studied? 225,072 men and women who were health professionals (nurses, dentists, eye doctors, podiatrists, pharmacists, and osteopathic doctors) at the time they agreed to join the study.
How was the study done?
The study participants completed questionnaires every 2 years to provide information on body weight, health habits (for example, diet, smoking, and exercise), medical problems, and medications they were taking. Information on the participants' height was collected in the first questionnaire only. The researchers used all of the information on weight (collected every 2 years) and the single height measurement to find the highest body mass index during a 16-year period for each participant. They also reviewed medical records and death certificates to find out which participants died and what caused the deaths.
What did the researchers find? 32,571 participants died during an average of 12 years of follow-up. Participants who reported being overweight or obese at any time during the 16-year period before follow-up had an increased risk for death from any cause compared with those who had normal weight. This pattern was seen in men as well as women and also with deaths due to specific causes, such as from heart disease or cancer.
What were the limitations of the study?
The study participants were mostly white and highly educated, so the results may not apply to other populations. Information on height, weight, and lifestyle factors that was used in the study was reported by the participants, and self-reported information may not be entirely accurate.
What are the implications of the study?
This study suggests that weight history over a longer time has a relationship with risk for death that is different than if one uses a single weight measurement at a single time point. Having a history of being overweight or obese is linked to an increased risk for death from any cause. Patients should follow a healthy lifestyle and try to maintain a normal weight. 
